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m.
THE LITERATURE OF THE ROMANDIE - SWITZERLAND'S
WILD WEST

Barbara Villiger

Geneva's best-known writer lives in France. French Switzerland's bestknown woman writer lives in Neuchatel, but she is Hungarian. And to close the
triangle - Switzerland's most successful writer in Paris last year is by no means
a French Swiss but a German-speaking Parisian of choice. As regards the first
author, the Genevan writer living in France, I'm talking about Robert Pinget; as
regards the second author, the Hungarian living in Neuch~el, about Agota
Kristof; and in the third instance, the Parisian by choice, about Paul Nizon.
Before focusing on the two writers of today's talk--Pinget and Kristof--I'd like to
make a few observations on Switzerland's four languages. This will allow me to
explain why, of all French Swiss writers, I have picked two who deviate from the
norm, if such a thing exists at all.
The situation of the literary Romandie, that is, of Switzerland's West, is
somewhat absurd.

The Romandie is, so-to-speak, caught between German

Switzerland and France.
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Switzerland's biggest non-German speaking part, and therefore possesses a rich
cultural life. It is thus that, as far as French Switzerland is concerned, one does
not speak of a minority problem, as one does with respect to the Rhaeto-Romanic
or, possibly, the Italian parts of Switzerland. In the following I will briefly
illustrate which of the problems of non-German Switzerland do not apply to
French Switzerland.
Rhaeto-Romanic is the prototype of a minority language, since it is spoken
in the Canton of Grison exclusively; in addition, it isn't even spoken throughout
the entire canton, and where it is spoken, various idioms exist. To be more
precise, this jeopardized language consists of three different idioms. There are
contrary ways of approaching this problem within the canton.

One position

contends that each idiom ought to be cultivated on its own, a second position
argues that more energy, for example in the fonrt of education, should be
invested in the artificial language romantsch grischun - a kind of RhaethoRomanic Esperanto which, following linguistic principles, fuses all three language
groups to one ideal language easy to learn and understand.

The romantsch

grischun, it is hoped, would concentrate the Romanic energies, albeit at the
expense of the individual idioms, which gradually yet irreversibly are losing
ground. It isn't hard to imagine what consequences such unfirm grounds have on
the culture of the Rhaeto-Romanic word and their exponents - the local writers,
- for example, or the media - press, radio, and television.

Equally . easy to

understand is the fact that, outside the Grisons, Rhaeto-Romanic literature barely
manages to assert itself.
In contrast to the Rhaeto-Romanic people, both the Ticinesi and the
Romands dispose of a linguistic hinterland: Italy, or France. This means, among
other things, that they have, at least potentially, an audience reading them in their
own language; moreover, it means that they do not exclusively have to rely on
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their local infrastructures - in particular publishers and media. (In parenthesis
one must add here that the situation of Switzerland's German literature looks
rather similar, for without Germany and Austria it would hardly exist. Although
Switzerland does have a few important publishing houses, German Swiss writers
tend to prefer getting published by renowned houses in Germany. Nor have the
big Swiss publishers ever attempted to distinguish themselves in Swiss literature;
and those publishers who have tried, have as yet remained unknown in the
German-speaking area.) But to get back to the situation in the Ticino - a few
small publishing houses do exist there. Among them one of the more significant
ones has merged with an Italian publisher, thus facilitating the otherwise difficult
sale of local books within Italy. Yet the poorly developed structures of Italy's
publishing is a problem in its own right. If an Italian-Swiss writer manages to
find a publisher in Italy, he gets unfaithful to his home canton without hesitating
an instant. For one thing, it is a question of prestige, for another, it is simply a
practical decision - his book will be more likely to get reviewed in papers and,
hence, sold, read, and maybe even translated. A publisher abroad is thus still
considered a quality sign - a trend, as indicated before, which can equally be
observed with respect to German Swiss books published in Germany, or French
Swiss ones published in France.
In may respects, one can compare the situation in the Romandie t~ the one
in the Ticino. And yet, there are a few significant differences. For one thing,
the Romandie is better equipped as regards publishing houses and press - a face
reflecting the region's larger dimensions. In contrast to the Cantons of Grison
and Ticino, the Romandie possesses a few universities. As yet both other cantons
have had to do without even one - a fact, incidentally, which, since the beginning
of the century has given rise to continued controversies in the Ticino. Moreover,
for the Romandie, depending on France as a neighbor and linguistic hinterland is
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not the same as depending on Italy is for the Ticino.
French chauvinism is world-famous and proverbial. To be precise, it is
actually a specifically Parisian phenomenon, rather than one concerning entire
France. And yet, even though specifically Parisian, it cannot be isolated from
France as a whole, since Paris would not be what it is without the centralist state
which it has governed for centuries. What in terms of culture takes place in the
provinces - and · the provinces are all but the city of the Roi Soleil and his
descendants - is irrelevant and only reluctantly acknowledged by the French
public. The press, after all, is centralized like France's entire culture industry.
Thus, such Parisian papers as Le Monde, Figaro, and Liberation determine what
in the large country is worthy consideration. Unless, for example, a play director
has not yet staged a play in the capital - more precisely, in one of the renowned
theaters there - chances are that none of the Parisian critics . will deign to travel
to Lille, Lyon, or Marseille, to review a local production there. For a so-called
provincial theater the only way to survive is to co-produce with a Parisian theatre
and thus at least be noticed through a guest performance in the capital. For the
· Parisians, however, to deem a name worth -the honor, or even praise, is to
appropriate it altogether. This applies not only to theater, cinema, and art, but-even more conspicuously--to literature.
French Switzerland represents some kind of extreme province of France.
While for Paris the rest of Switzerland seems nonexistent--unless it gets into the
headlines, as was the case with Zurich's needlepark and its monstrous misery--the
French-speaking cantons are at least acknowledged as a somewhat exotic border
· territory, a notion not only applying to the multinational Geneva, which, owing
to the UN seat and a concentration of international banks, cannot be taken as
genuinely Swiss. Rather, French-Swiss artists who achieve renown beyond the
country's borders are generally frenchified by the French, meaning of course,
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Parisians. Thus, one tends to forget that film director Jean-Luc Godard, one of
the exponents of the nouvell vague, is in fact Swiss. · Moreover, as one might
remember, a similar lot befell the avant garde architect Le Corbusier and the
recently deceased sculptor Jean Tinguely.
. Applied to the literary field, this means the following. Among the writers
of the Romandie one can distinguish three different groups. First, there are those
who live in the Romandie and get published there; their readers consist almost
exclusively of Romands.

In the German part of Switzerland they are little

noticed; some of them do get translated. There is, for example, the so-called

CH-Reihe ('Swiss Series'), sponsored by Pro Helvetia and bringing out yearly a
certain number of Swiss authors from all four language areas; readers' interest
in these authors, however, has so far been scarce. One reason, among others, is
the fact that none of these books is of more than average quality. To be fair,
however, one has to add that the German Swiss writers meet with equally little
interest in the Romandie.

Second, there are those authors who live in the

Romandie but get published in Paris. Agota Kristof falls into this category.
These writers tend to have more luck; which, however, also means that, qualitywise, they do distinguish themselves from the great mass. It is thus not just a
happenstance if their Highnesses, the editors of Gallimard, Seuil, Fayard, or

Editions de Minuit decide to publish such a non-French writer. Their books may
expect to get more publicity, and thus often manage to establish themselves in
non-native areas.

Agota Kristof, for example, has been translated into 24

languages. Finally, there are those authors who not only get published in France
but also live there. To this group belongs Robert Pinget. The works of Agota
Kristof and Robert Pinget can be labeled as 'world literature'; so their nationality
counts less than the fact that they are citizens of the international cite des lettres.
Thus considered, neither Robert Pinget nor Agota Kristof are typical
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exponents of French Swiss literature. Quite literally they are two exceptional
writers.

Irrespective of the many differences which distinguish both their

personalities and their writing, they share one characteristic:

they dislike

appearing in public. And in both cases, this is not just capriciousness, but a
genuine trait of their introvert personalities. Besides, they are convinced that
what they have to offer to the public is contained in their writings. "I have no
other life than writing. My existence is my books," tells the reticent Pinget to
untiring journalists. Nonetheless, both Pinget and Kristof have given interviews-interviews worth reading in that they clearly show how little knowledge of an
author's person actually contributes to understanding his or her writing. I have
never personally talked to Agota Kristof; but other journalists who have done so
told me how futile such an undertaking is. Apparently, Kristof likes to answer
a journalist's carefully prepared and elaborately phrased questions in one single
laconic sentence. Pinget, on the other hand, I have met personally--an encounter
which showed me that he is by no means a misanthropist, but on the contrary, a
charming, warm-hearted person who appreciates contact with his friends and who
takes a childlike pleasure in his readers' responses. This year an interview with
Pinget conducted by Madeleine Renouard, a woman of letters and friend of his,
has come out in book form. Reading it, one literally feels how he squirms with
embarrassment when asked to talk about his private life; how, to put it
differently, the spontaneous spoken word goes against his grain. ·
Robert Pinget, born in Geneva in 1919, studied law there and began to
work as a lawyer. Happy, however, he was not. After the War he emigrated to
Paris, where first he dedicated himself to painting. An important name in this
connection is Henri Michaux, the post-surrealist who realized both a graphic and
poetic project. Under Michaux's influence Pinget recognized hi~ own talent:
writing. In Jerome Lindon, then head of editions de Minuit, he found not only
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a publisher but also a friend; and in Lindon's publishing house he found not only
a place for publishing his work, but also a spiritual home and a circle of
The name Editions de Minuit is intimately linked with the term

colleagues.

nouveau roman, whose birth took place in the wake of World War II and whose
authors, such as Robbe-Grillet, Nathalie Sarraute, Marguerite Duras, and Samuel
Beckett, brought about the revolution of the nineteenth century novel. In 1951
Pinget's first novella, entitled Entre Fantoine et Agapa, came out: some sort of
fantastic fairy tale which defies both the real world and traditional narrative
conventions. The author's colorful and grotesque language gestures shown in this
first work continue to reappear up to his novel Baga from 1958; then, with

Piston, in 1959, a change takes place. In the description of a provincial small
town Pinget has found his topic.

The unceasing everyday monotony, the

insignificant details with which people pass their time, the gossip which occupies
and excites them: this is the material underlying Pinget's writing. However,
what sounds so simple and superficial takes an artistic and philosophical tum in
his case.

His technique does not consist of intellectual flights; it consists of

capturing people's language, something requiring in particular a good ear.
Musicality, in general, is a key term for Pinget's texts, in that they can
just as well be considered as musical scores.

One of his books is entitled

Passacaglia, meaning a good ear and the ability to transform sounds into writing.
The low language register deliberately chosen in Pinget's texts corresponds to the
almost scandalous banality of their contents, the everyday world with its
embarrassments. However, if Pinget' s cast pee, sneeze, or suffer ·from wind or
other physical complaints, one never feels any cynicism or derision on the
author's part, but, on the contrary, amiable, though charmingly ironic
seriousness.

And if his figures always end up withdrawing to their physical

limitedness, they obviously do so to take their minds off the complex questions
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of human existence. For what ultimately troubles the author and the persons
created by him is the incomprehensible idea of death, which someday will put an
end to their existence.
Up to the present day Pinget commutes between Paris, Geneva, where he
regularly sees his family, and the rural milieu of the Touraine, where in the
meantime he has settled down. Athough he has never resorted to a simplistic
autobiographisni or realism, one clearly recognizes the traces of his life in his
works. Thus, the precision with which he evokes the rural atmosphere testifies
both to his profound familiarity with this environment and to his spiritual
sympathy or affinity with it. Pinget comments on the relationship between fiction
and reality as follows:

"L'observation est continuelle, voulu ou pas.

On

enregistre enormement de choses, que l'on utilise apres coup, sans meme se
souvenir de les avoir vues. Elles s'accumulent dans la memoire. Paree qu'en
definitiv on n'invente rien que ce que l'on a vu ... ou entendu." Pinget is the least
cerebral author of the nouveau roman; his intellect_has never suppressed human
substance. Thus, it is no coincidence that his encounter with Samuel Beckett was
both decisive and formative.

Since Pinget' s time in Paris the two had been

friends, and Beckett's death seems to have left a deep hole in Pinget's life. What
had always been his major topic--feat or emptiness, the mysterious absence,
which represents the center of each of his books--thus finally caught up with him,
a fact which in his most recent texts is reflected in surprisingly direct ways. The
protagonist of Theo ou le temps neuf from 1991 is an old writer, called the

master, who is troubled by senile forgetfulness. Behind his morose, hostile
attitude, however, one recognizes a deep melancholy and, ultimately, desperate
fear of death. His little great-nephew Theo, however, keeps cheering him up by
voicing his basic needs: Theo wants to eat, play, or chat. The boy's refreshing
matter-of-factness in looking at, or wondering about things counteracts with the
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old man's wistful, self-pitying memories and his transfigured, almost kitschy,
vision of nature. The child is irritated by his uncle's deafness; he gets impatient
when Uncle resorts to a melancholy philosophizing; he is bored by the books the
old man gives him, thus concluding his laborious reading with the refrain-like
statement: "I prefer to read Tintin, because there at least the pictures are funny."
The old man's reflections--his inner monologues and the observations he puts
down in his notebooks--thus get interrupted by the dialogues between him and his
great-nephew. These follow patterns such as this:

"Uncle, why are you no

longer doing any gardening--weeding or cutting off branches?" "Because it bores
me, but reading bores me, too. And you 're doing it anyway, because you are a
good little boy while I am a nasty gurnard." "You keep repeating the same story,
and the fact that you're going to die is dead-boring." "One doesn't say 'deadboring' to one's uncle." "What else does one say then?" "One says 'Uncle I
want you to be happy.' So one also repeats the same, oh look, there is a fourleaf clover for your button-hole. This, my angel, is happiness." · To the master,
who forces himself to continue writing despite growing suspicions that everything
is meaningless, the child begins to represent a hope beyond his own life. The
note the otherwise ironic Pinget strikes at the end of this book is almost a little
too sweet. "Repeat the blooming trees in spring. Repeat lilies and raspberries.
Repeat three tunes of the blackbird. Repeat everything so that a new season
determines the sole progress of the work. What does failed memory matter?
Avoid shipwreck. Wherefrom take the courage for this undertaking. On this
side. And that the words of the child let those of the poet rise again. In this lies
salvation. "
Forgetting is a leitmotif in Pinget' s oeuvre; the old man with failing
consciousness is a symbolic figure who ultimate!y stands for the condition
humaine as such. In his masterwork L 'lnquisitoire from 1962, the aged domestic
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servant's forgetfulness--or rather, his potential for suppression--occasions a 500page interrogation. "Oui ou non, repondez"--this is the first sentence uttered by
an anonymous, rather unfriendly voice.

Who is behind this voice is never

revealed; it could be a policeman, a detective, a psychiatrist--or else, the voice
could issue from the protagonist's interior, who, in the course of this hearing
outside the bounds of reality, passes his life in the country castle in review. In
the Inquisitoire, ·as in such later novels as Quelqu'un (1965) and L 'Apocrryphe
(1980), an enigmatic . disappearance marks the beginning; the long-standing
secretary is suddenly no longer there. All the hypotheses put forward concerning
this mystery evaporate with foreseeable punctuality; the story gets more entangled
with every new detail given about the rather dubious morals in the castle. And
where the truth lies one never learns, since within the network of endless and
contradictory stories one never quite makes out whether the cranky servant can
be trusted, or whether he fantasizes all kinds of things. A reader expecting a
detective novel is thus never rewarded; the criminological aspect of the story is
no more than a lure, or rather a trap, by which the reader is kept on his or her
toes and eventually made a fool of. The solution of the mystery (after a breathtaking accelerando finally revealed in the concluding pages) lies in the most
concealed and sensitive regions of the old crank's soul. Incidentally, the detective
novel is only one of the literary models from which Pinget draws; his novel can
just as well be read as an ironic re-ecriture of the Great French Novel. Balzac,
of course; Zola with his accurate documentary descriptions; Flaubert with his
symbols concealed by realism; and Proust, whose project of a Recherche,
however, falls flat in Pinget's case, since the past, for the latter, is something
irretrievably lost, and the quest for it results only in this painfully clear
realization.

Despite this negative balance the novel--as every Pinget text--is

profoundly informed with tender humor. During the hearing the servant, against
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all his intentions, blurts out the all-too-human malices, the little jealousies within
which not only high society gets entangled, but also such lowly people as kitchen
staff, chamber maids, and delivery men. In this text a grea! deal of things,
maybe the main thing, is said between the lines--as if the unceasing gossip only
served to distract both interrogator and reader, thus drowning the essential, that
is, the protagonist's innermost secrets.

In similar fashion, through endless

descriptions of the castle's innumerable rooms, a material scenery is set up behind
which one assumes, rather than recognizes, other realms.
In an adapted version arranged by the author himself, L 'lnquisitoire was
staged at the prestigious theater festival of Avignon in the eighties~ The stage
director was Joel Jouanneau, the part of the old man was played by David
Warrilow, the actor for whom Beckett once wrote a play exclusively.
Compressed to one hour, the production drew entirely fro~ the nuances of
Warrilow's brilliant performance. Through this production Pinget, who had so
far been little noticed by the young generation, came to new publicity; and since
then his other plays have been staged, and his books have gotten re-published.
Let me now. continue with Ago ta Kristof. The writer, born in Hungary
in 1935, fled to the West in 1956, where she ended up in Neuchm:el. There she
worked at a factory.

She had begun writing when she was a girl; but after

emigrating she kept silent for a long time; with her old home she had also lost the
language by which she had been able to make herself understood to the outside
world.

French she first had to learn; her dictionary came to be her most

important companion, and so it is no coincidence that in Kristors first French
prose text, The Big Notebook of 1986, there is a dictionary in the baggage of the
twins. The Big Notebook is the first part in a series of stories which little by little
grew to be a trilogy. What followed was The Proof (1988) and The Third Lie
1991). For a whole year, from October 1989 onward, Kristof had been writing
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a column for the Swiss cultural magazine Du; and now one was surprised to learn
that, however crude, the scenarios of her novels, too, consisted but of a puzzle
of experienced incidents.
From the beginning, unlike Pinget, Agota Kristof drew attention through
her cut-and-dry style, in which even over-extended passages are reduced to simple
main clauses. To formulate her poetics she employs the twins, two small boys
who, during the War, are hidden at their slovenly and misanthropic
grandmother's, and thus have to fight for an existence within a hostile
environment. The two teach each other; and if the compositions they write meet
their requirements, they get copied into the Big Notebook; such requirements are:
"The composition must be true. We must describe what is, what we see, what
we hear, what we do."

To the twins, words expressing feelings are too

indefinite; judgments too subjective. Thus, their reports, which are no more than
sober factual accounts, can also be read as an Education sentimentale, from which
the entire emotional realm is excluded and yet still somehow present. For one
thing, there is their fight against hunger and cold; moreover, there are the social
references: besides the grandmother, there is a postman, a parson, a bookseller,
an officer, a small girl. And out of mistrust, or for other reasons, they are all
mischievous. The twins, driven by an almost inhuman will to survive, impose
tests upon themselves. They pretend to be deaf, mute, blind, or dead; they fast,
lie, and kill, thus training themselves for an existence which nonetheless is never
safe.

The fact that the justice they exercise does not shun physical and

psychological cruelties is one of the book's bitter truths; and exactly because for
Agota Kristof sadistic elements are never an end in themselves, the reader is
forced to deal with them--with human nature, which unfortunately is not only
good.
Kristofs central topic is separation.
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Notebook there is the children's separation from ·their mother; at the end the one
between the two brothers. Separation for Kristof has a definite meaning--like
forgetting for Pinget, it is an image for death.

Thus, although after each

separation there always remains some hope for reunion, it is clear that this is an
illusion--the reunion, if at all, will take place among people who have changed,
who are no longer who they used to be. In La Preuve one of the brothers is left
without his mirror image after his twin has fled over the .border. The names the
twins here have are somewhat suspicious, in that Lucas is an anagram to Claus.
So one is left to doubt whether these are two different individuals, or whether it
is rather one split identity. The one brother's waiting for his twin's return would
then stand for a sham existence, or viewed less negatively, it could be seen as a
bridge allowing him to evade the unbearable fact of huinan loneliness. Lucas,
after all, does get involved in his temporary situation while waiting; he takes in
a young girl with a crippled newborn child, whom he raises like his own son.
Mathias, however, is less strong than his foster father Lucas/Claus; his mother
abandons him; he hangs himself, since he mistrusts Lucas and can't bear the idea
of him having a son of his own one day. Those surviving in Kristof s novels
always get drawn towards the dead; so at the book's conclusion, one sees the
recently orphaned Lucas sleep at Mathias' s grave.
With the Third Lie the confusion grows yet more complex. If we take the
book's title seriously, we are forced to discard the first two works as lies. Has
the author led us by the nose? Is she making a fool of us? . No. If one feels
betrayed, it is only because one tends to fall back into a naive reader's position,
who believes what he or she is being told. Kristof lies to us; this is exactly
where the truth lies. First of all, it is the truth of fiction in general, since, as the
term indicates, it is always fictitious; second, it is a truth which goes beyond
paper and printed work, for what is past changes to fiction in retrospect, and what

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1994

13

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 30 [1994], No. 2, Art. 5

28

remains valid is the present alone. Third, this kind of truth is determined by the
fact that Kristof s figures internalize the scenario of lies which they are forced to
construct; thus, what is real later gets mixed with what is invented, and terms
such as "truth" and "identity" prove to be highly precarious. One may debate the
validity of these ideas; in the work of an author, however who knows about the
brittleness of every moment, they become credible.
In the Third Lie Claus returns to the city of his childhood, where he
finally hopes to find his brother. But one has to be careful: meanwhile none of
the names can any longer be trusted. 'Claus,' one learns, is the forged entry in
a passport whose owner pretends to be called Lucas and who claims to have a
brother of the name Claus. This brother, however, now calls himself Klaus (with
a 'k'). The eerie atmosphere in the Third Lie reminds one of Borges or Bunuel;
what underlies the everyday reality of the streets, the hotel rooms, the train rides,
the citizens is a fantastic dimension. Claus thinks he recognizes familiar spots
here and there. Does he really recognize them, or does wishful thinking play a
trick on him? Is he in a real town, or is he wandering around in the mirror
labyrinth of his soul? Having become a human wreck as chain smoker and
alcoholic, he is a mere shadow of whom earlier he had dreamt of being. One
habit of his youth he has kept, though--he writes. What accompanies him still is
a Big Notebook, which, however, has never made its way to a readership. At
last the two brothers meet at their former home. Of the two writers one has
ended up as a failure, the other as a successful poet. Are these still twins? Or
are they figures of two possibilities; two biographies which, following the rules
of probability, have sprung from a common origin? Their meeting does not result
in a finding of one part by its counterpart, since the successful brother denies
ever to have had a brother. Or does he deny himself? Be it as it may, one
cannot hold it against him. The one who has finally managed to build up a
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relatively bearable life is forced to protect himself from his unsuccessful alter
ego. The reunion will take place, but not until death, when on the family grave
the double name of Claus/Lucas will be chiselled next to his father's and mother's
name.
Is Agota Kristof a pessimist? This can't be said of her. Against the dark
background of death she repeatedly draws pictures of bliss . which shines
particularly brilliantly, because it is set against the shadow of its limitedness: The
twins are bathed in hot water by the parson's maid and fed with bread and butter;
the adolescent Lucas teaches Mathias to read in their lamp's light; the adult Klaus
(the one with 'k') tells of his small grandchildren, whose names are Claus and
Lucas--transfigured scenes, which would be overly sweet were it not for the
relentless paintbrush of Kristof' s destructive reality principle which again and
again brushes them away [erases them].
Life as a chance of limited time--Robert Pinget and Agota Kristof
transform this vast basic theme into literature, each in their own unmistakable
style. Here philosophy comes along in everyday clothes, rather than an academic
gown--this is what defines them as modern poets.
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